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Background with Henry Kissinger, June 22. Max Frankel and Hedrick Smith 

General comments; Only five or six principals know the ingredients and 
argumentation on the Cambodian decisions. Don*t be misled by distortion 
of their aides. 


Apropos Bill Beecher's story on Laird and WASAG, it is imperative to 
understand our procedures: (a*) The^execute^orders on the bombing of 
North Vietnam were signed by the Secretary of Defense. They went through 
OSD. (b) All recommendations of the Joint Chiefs of Staff come to the White 
House through OSD. We never a'Ct on a JCS recommendation without having 
a cover memorandum on it from the Secretary of Defense, (c) Never have we 
had any recommendations from General Abrams on military operations which 
did not come through the chairman of the Joint Chiefs and the Secretary of 
Defense. (One exception was made on the day. the President made the final 
decision to go into Cambodia Monday, April 27. } 


On that day, there was some discussion about the real views of Abrams, 

Someone said maybe he is reflecting only what Washington wants. At that 
point the President sent a message to Abrams saying this is the decision we 
have to make. We want to be sure what is the best thing you can do anywhere. 
What is your estimate of the casualties? What a.re the best base areas to hit? 

I want the unvarnished truth. Abrams came back to us directly. Within hours 
we showed both messages to the principals. The purpose was to get clear what 
Abrams really thought. That one we didn*t want filtered. He answered back that 
same night. 

That night (Monday the 27th) the President had a long telephone conversation 
with Rogers. He got a long memorandum from Laird -arHl-4herwme4^-w^^ ?>/) 

i 

. i • , # 

He had another meeting with Laird and Rogers and Mitchell the next morning 

j ■ ‘ 

and told them what he had decided. He had told Kissinger half an hour earlier, 

Q: Did you think he had made the decision Monday night or was it still up 
for grabs ? 

♦ ' 

A: Earlier Monday night, I thought it was still up for grabs. But I have the 
feeling he made the decision that night. I was at Brookings.. He had put in a 

call for me at 10:45 pm. When I called back at 11, he had already gone to bed. 

* • 

Q: What about the doodles Stewart Alsop ! s story about the doodles? Is 
that accurate? 


A: Yes. 


Q; When was that doodling done on Monday night? 


A: That was Sunday night doodling. 
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Kissinger, background, page 2 


Q: The doodling shows the president weighing the pros and cons on using 
U. S. troops in Fishhook and on using South Vietnamese troops, but on the 
first list -- whether to do anything at all, there are only plusses and no 
minuses ? 

A: There are three lists, all with pros and cons. Do we have to do something? 
If we do something, do we go ahead with Fishhook with U. S. forces? Do we do 
it with South Vietnamese forces? When he did the doodling the Parrot ! s 
Beak decision had been made, except for the extent of U. S. involvement. 



Q: We understand that one of the important ingredients was an intelligence 
document, or an estimate of an intelligence document. According to this, 
COSVN was saying to its troops that they could move westward in Cambodia, 
leave their caches in place and just put up a screening force to guard against 
the South Vietnamese cross-border attacks. But they said they didn't have to 
worry about the Americans because Nixon was tied down by domestic opposition. 
Was there such, . . v • • 

A: That document did not reach us before the decision was made. One report 
did have them telling their forces to lean west. But the one you are referring 
to came in later, after the decision. It confirmed our reading, but it came 
in after our decision. 



Q: We understood from others that it came in around April 24 and got quite a lot 
of high level attention. 


A: No. I don't say what happened in other parts of the government. But it 
didn't get to the White House or to the President before the decision was made. 

.* . . * ; i 

Q: I want to straighten out some things about the Washington Special Actions 
Group. Its membership normally consists of the Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for ISA, the geographical offioer from the State Department, Alex 
Johnson, myself, Chief of Plans of the JCS, and Director of plans of the CIA. 
It is a working group formed at the time of the EC121 shootdown. The only 
way I could get a grip on that was to get all of them to write out the conse- 
quences of what they were recommending. That's the way it operates. 


WASAG doesn T t recommend. It assumes a decision. If you do X, you will 
have to notify so-and-so, etc. It's a scenario writing group. It produces 
contingency plans, flow charts. 


Acutally we didn't have plans on Cambodia because we didn't anticipate taking 
that sort of action there. We have plans for other parts of the world. 
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Kissinger background, page 3 


WASAG takes a problem from the point of awareness of a problem to the 
point of decision. Then it takes it from H-hour and works it backwards 
from H-hour to the point of decision. It produces charts of four columns 
time, action, responsible agency, corollary consequents. And it appends 
the draft texts of notes and that sort of thing. 


WASAG did not get to be a joint political-military exercise on Cambodia until the 
morning of April 23rd. It was the result of theJNSC meeting the previous day. 
That’s the first time there was a military plan ~~ no, there were military 
plans. I’m not saying the JCS didn’t have plans of their own. But that was 
the first time there was an integrated, inter-agency plan. That NSC meeting 
was the first time the President addressed it (American military action in 
force in Cambodia?) formally. The Joint Chiefs had military plans for going 
into Cambodia in late March. 


p D 


Q: We understand that Abrams and Bunker made recommendations to 
Washington on April 13 recommending operations into Cambodia of the 
Fishhook type? 

A: They did not come to the White House as recommendations at that time. 

At one point in early April, we asked Abrams which of the sanctuary. areas 
are the highest priority. That was after Easter, the following week, the 
first week in April. We sent a message to Abrams asking which are the 
sanctuary areas of highest priority? What are the casualties that would be 
suffered if something were done?* He came back with a memo. It 

was two or three pages long. We=kiidJj;, There was no interdepartmental 
meeting. The Joint Chiefs of Staff presented no formal plan to the President 
before April 22. 

The Joint Chiefs presented the Parrot’s Beak plan to the National Security 
Council on April 22 and that activated WASAG on that. Now when there are 
events of particular consequence, we elevate WASAG to the Undersecretary 
level. So we had Packard for Defense, Moorer, and Helms for CIA instead 
of Karamasines. Also General Vogt. 

Greene was always there, even when we went to restricted membership. That 
was as* soon as Fishhook was thrown in. That was that Monday (4/27?), no, 
Friday, April 24. One week we went restricted for security reasons, 

Nutter wasn’t there during that period, but we didn’t tell Packard whom he could 

talk to. I think there were only four meetings that were restricted. 

* 1 \ ■ 

It’s just not true that any department demanded to have WASAG expanded. As 
soon as the speech was over, we went back to having the experts in the room. 

No one asked to have WASAG expanded or changed. ^We had just restricted it 
for a short period for security reasons. r r ,,Wi “ ,r ' LJU1 
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Q: What triggered the NSC meeting on April 22? Why take up the Cambodian 
operations then? 


\ 2 ' 
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A:. It became apparent to us late on April 20 and all through April 21 that the 
North Vietnamese were unambiguously moving out of base areas into populated 
areas, cutting roads. The prospect that confronted us was that maybe the 
whole country, or at least the eastern half all the way down and connected to 
the sea, would become a Communist area. , 

Before April 20 we had seen stories about the N. V. actions in Carribodia, but we 
had interpreted them leniently. From that day on April 21 briefed the 

President daily. And from that day on, the President saw Helms each day 
before me. 

( . V ' 

On April 21, the President saw Laird for about an hour to discuss Cambodia, / 
It was just before the White House dinner for the son of Chiang Kai Shek. 


Q: What was the quality of intelligence on Cambodia? 

A: Pretty poor. Of course, we had those stories on which towns they were 

in and so forth. Those were all right. But it was hard to judge the size of 
the forces. 


Q: I gather that one battle that really disturbed you was when they took Saang, 
that town about 18 miles south of Phnom Penh on the Bassac River? 

A: That's right, southeast of Phnom Penh. 

Q: How did you interpret the North Vietnamese action? Did you think they 

were out to topple Lon Nol? 

* 

* 

A: We had concluded I'm personally quite convinced they clearly wanted 
to topple him. I T m unsure whether they wanted to take Phnom Penh or not. 
But obviously they had decided not to deal with Lon Nol. They were not 
giving him anything he could accept. 


Q: What kind of discussions had there been going on inside the Administration 
in the two weeks before April 20th? 
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A: Ther was discussion about what could we do that would show we would not 
simply let a government go down the drain but not so much that it committed the 
United States to the survival of a government. There was no point in getting 
in the same way we got into Vietnam, committed, and then you had to send in 
5, 000 men and then send 50, 000 to protect the 5, 000/ The only thing we 
j had done up to that point was to ship 1, Cj n j2 /^ ... ■ - ■ — dn f t even 


Vv/'l/^’^L-iiave ammunition for them. / 
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Kissinger background, page 5 


Q: Were those our rifles, rifles we had captured or South Vietnamese' 
captured rifles? There's been quite a debate about that? 

A: Some came from our. stocks and some from the South Vietnamese. 

Q: Was the ak~47 deal a WASAG or a presidential decision? 


A: WASAG doesn't make decisions. It was a presidential decision, 


q ; - why did the administration become so concerned over our ak-47 story 
when it was obvious that the news was going to leak out in Phnom Penh in 
a day or two anyway, with the Cambodians shutting the airport? 


a . r pv t .m. t 4-V.O+- otarv wrs a wrritfcn wr Don eluded that someone had shown 

XI • J- »» w J * * " w - 

Beecher the cable. 

•1 

Q: What about the timing on the Parrot's Beak operation? When did that 
get started? 


A: WASAG met on it twice on April 23. That was preceded by an NSC meeting 
the day before. The President ordered the planning done. It was not given 
an absolutely final go ahead in final form until April 28. The Americans 
f were Inserted .t he last. . Mo nday (April 27). It didn't make any sense to be 
-.--'virginal in Parrot's Beak if you were going in with Americans in Fishhook 
j )Ctwo days later.. We could have stopped Parrot's Beak up until noon of 

April 28, about six hours before they began the operation. They started it 
that evening (Washington time, dawn April 29 Saigon time). 


Fishhook grew out of Parrot's Beak in military terms. It grew out of an 
analysis of what you would -get out of Parrot's Beak. If it was right to do 
something, it was right to do more if the basic analysis was right. 


Fishhook came up Friday morning. There was some question about whether 
it could be done by the South Vietnamese. If the North Vietnamese had 
resisted the South Vietnamese as little as they resisted us, the South Vietnamese 
could have done it. Actually, they resisted more in Parrot's Beak than in 
Fishhook. But we understand that SR2 and SR6 were really wiped out. 

* » •’ 1 

Q; What are those, enemy regiments? 

A: I don't know. You have to ask the military what those stand for. 


Q: In the discussions then, there was some debate about trying those things 
with the South Vietnamese alone? • ^ , 
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Kissinger background, page 6 * • . • 

At first, there was, with the South Vietnamese alone. There was the 
possibility considered of the South Vietnamese alone, or the South Vietnamese 
and the United States, but never the United States alone. 

There had been some discussion of Fishhook at the NSC meeting on April 22; 
the primary discussion was for Parrot ! s Beak. The authorization for planning 
for Parrot's Beak was sent out (to Saigon? ) Thursday morning (Aprix 2^;. 

At that point, Parrot's Beak was an operation we would probably do. Fishhook 

was still a contingency plan. 


Q* When was Parrot's Beak discussed with the Soath Vietnamese? VTe have 
heard from South Vietnamese sources that their joint staff had come up with 
a plan for Parrot's Beak before April 20th and that Abrams had discussed it 

with them before that. 


... . . t • •> 1 . j.l X. 1 1 i 1 -T-, n With the 

A: ivs entirely conceivdme men, xiijLj.xuc4 .±y 

South Vietnamese earlier (than April 20). I'm talking about this from a 
presidential level. Normally, Abrams would have to get our authority to . 
talk to the South Vietnamese. But Abrams may have thought he had authority 
to talk to the South Vietnamese after he was asked what the priority base areas 

were -- that message in early April. 


Q: What happened between the April 22 NSC Meeting when Fishhook was only 
lightly touched on and Friday, when you called for operational plans, that 
made Fishhook so much more urgent? 

A:5 There was the continued mounting of North Vietnamese operations^ in 
Cambodia. Every day they were attacking some provincial town, cutting some 
road. That was one factor. Also, there was the analysis of what Parrot s 
Beak would get you. Parrot's Beak itself was significant only as a warning. 

It could not alter the problem that we faced; how could we continue the war 
' in South Vietnam if all of Cambodia is a Communist base, or the eastern edge 
of Cambodia, while we are withdrawing troops and trying to conduct negotiations. 

I 

By the way, on Friday, there was no decision on Fishhook. We asked for 
military plans, Friday morning President Nixon called an NSC meeting or 
Sunday evening. He wanted contingency plans for both operations m time 
for that. He went to Camp David Friday afternoon. By Saturday morning, 
both plans were received. The President called me and asked me to bring them 
up to him. I went up there and had lunch with him at Camp David. 

Q; Your sense then was still Parrot's Beak - yes, Fishhook - maybe? 


ft.- Yes But the reasoning was pretty compelling for going ahead on both. 
You could say no to both, But it was hard to say do Parrot's 

Beak and not Fishhook, especially once we got involved with air support in 
Parrot's Beak. If you remember they^^~"-^^" s Beak, it 


vas almost as harsh as to Fishhook. 
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Kissinger background, page 7 


Q: Because we were organically involved? 

•* 

A: That's correct. The President looked at it coldly. The only argument 
for. doing only Parrot's Beak was by pretending that it was only the South 
Vietnamese that were doing it. Then we would be back into that business 
we were in about Laos, where we said there were only 45 Americans in there and 
some reporter found two more and there there were 47. 


It was hard to see doing only Parrot's Beak. The maximum you fould get 
on Parrot's Beak would not justify it, according to our analysis of the problem. 


Q: And the President doesn't like to do it piecemeal? 

A: (nodding) He feels if you're going to do it, do it correctly. 

Q: So at the" last NSC meeting Sunday 

* * 

A: That was the last meeting that could be called a formal NSC meeting. . . 

/ 4 • . 

That meeting was preceded by a briefing at the Pentagon. Laird briefed Rogers 

on the Fishhook operation. Or rather, Laird and Rogers were given briefings 
on the FishhooV^meeting that I had gotten the day before and given the President. 
Then, we had the NSC meeting in the Executive Office Building. Those present 
were the President, Mitchell, Rogers, Laird, Helms, Wheeler and myself. 

N^t Agnew and Lincoln. That was the session at which the plans were to be 
presented, but everyone had had .them by then. Everyone went through both 
Parrot's Beak and Fishhook and through a discussion of all the other base 
areas. From that meeting, you could draw the conclusion that the President 
was very seriously considering Fishhook as well as Parrot's Beak. The other 
base areas were now about at the stage that Fishhook had been a few days be- 
fore. Anyone familiar with the President's psychology would have said that 
•if the President approved Fishhook, he would approve the other areas as well. 


On Monday morning, the President met with his closest advisors Laird, 
Rogers, Haldeman and myself -- to discuss the Fishhook again. That was 
the meeting that produced the Abrams cable. He had that meeting because 
he wanted to be absolutely sure to talk with his very closest advisors with 
the military out and with the CIA out. He did it so that people could speak 

frankly. 

That afternoon, the President asked me for every plan that existed, plus 
all the arguments that had been -presented, plus the memorandums of the 
principals. He went over to the Executive Office building, he had dinner 

brought in, 

Q: He cancelled dinner with Mrs. 
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Kissinger background, page 8 


A: L don't know. He had dinner brought in. 

Q: Was there any diplomatic break or insight that put a spin on the situation 
in April a crucial change in Soviet attitudes, etc, ? 

A: The Soviets were backing away from the Geneva idea. All that week they 
had been backing away. Some people had been arguing for a e ay. u 
there were two problems with delay. One was weather, the rainy season 
coming up. The other was that the diplomatic situation was getting worse. 

It looked as though Hanoi had already crossed its Rubicon on Lon Nol, 

Q. Was there any serious bargaining between Lon Nol and the North Vietnamese 
for some accomodation along the lines of Sihanouk's arrangements? 

A: No, noMreally. If there had been, we would have supported it. 

Q: Did we ever try for a status quo deal on the sancturaries ? 

A . T<™ not going to get into that. When the record is out, we will not look ^ 

bad on the diplomacy, on the efforts that we mace. ? £ 

Tj-in lr ■ a- wf-uh). There may have been some misunderstan mg a 

thought we interpreted the status quo. 

When Sihanouk fell, our first instinct was to go for a status quo deal, or 
status quo-minus. In fairness to Hanoi, it was difficult to define what that 

meant, 

o: I understand that we had, at one point, told some Asian nations that if 

Lon Nol and the North Vietnamese came to an accomodation a we 

not object. Is that right? 

i * • ' 

A: I would not quarrel with that. 

Q: What was their response? 

A- We never got an answer. In effect,, though, we did get an answer a 
negative answer- by the way they handled Sihanouk: by their refusal to tal 
to Lon NoL troHe/him an/thing he could live with; by their attacks on 
Cambodian towns. I defy anyone to show us how Hanoi signalled to us a 
positive answer. I think we got tqrned down. 

Looking at it from their point of view, they thought we overthrew Sihanouk. 

SO anything we did must have been to try to buy time to bolster Lon Nol. 

J , v • „ fimofaKIp 1T1 » nrAfA-rmrn CllQ.Il L KTIOW Wliai. 

fall was to speed up their timetaDie xxj j 
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Q: Problems with vietnamization were not a factor? 

A: No. . 

q. Were there problems over the 150, 000 with our Command in Saigon? 

A: No, that worked well. 

Q: Was time a factor? 

A: There was the presumption that if something weren't done then, it 
couldn't be done. The judgment was that Lon. Nol would not survive until 

October. 

Q: What were the intelligence estimates of his chances for survival? And 
other estimates. * . . casualties. . . 

A: By the way, it is not correct that we did not get intelligence estimates. 

We had an estimate of world reaction and it was correct. It was not done by 
DIA but by CIA. I never rely directly on DIA or send forward intelligence 
estimates without getting comments of other agencies. 

I won’t say exactly what our casualty estimates were. But we expected 
resistance. Our casualties have been only a fraction of what we expected. 

Another thing that is all wrong is this idea about Attopeu, that they attacked 
Attopeu because of what we did. They never move that fast, within 24 hours of 
our action. They usually have a lead time of about two weeks. They took 
Attopeau as a result of the closing of Sihanoukville, not our action. They did 
it to open a Mekong, Sekong supply route. 

Q: Why was there a 24~hour delay in theFishook operation at the end? It 
was scheduled for April 30, just 24 hours after. Parrot’s Beak. 

A; The President wanted to think about it another day. It just didn’t seem 
possible to do it that fast. . To do it well, he would have had to decide Monday 
morning and he wanted to wait until Tuesday. I think it was something technical. 
It was nothing of cons^equence. The decision-pnaking sequence was just as I 

gave it to you. 

Q: The President wrote his own speech 


A: (nods yes) 

Q: And the cabinet doesn't go over his speeches? 


r-* * 
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A: No, ho does not work that way. I provided him with ocAd, factual talldng 
points points that have to be covered. But no one presumes to give him 
advice on the rhetoric. He started the speech writing Tuesday afternoon and 
did the major part of it Wednesday night. 

Q; Did Saigon jump the gun on the Parrot's Beak announcement? 

A: No, we thought we would have to announce before it leaked. If they 

had kept security, we wouldn't have had to announce it. But we didn't expect 

that. 

Q: It wasn't to test public opinion? 

A: No, if it had been, we wouldn't lave gone ahead because the public reaction 
to that was pretty strong. 

Q: How did tj^e operations unroll after the speech? 

A: The President decided to get all the base areas. He approved all the 
base areas. He decided after he approved Fishhook that he would do the 
others. After that, WASAG approved the operational plans. There were 
meetings to phase it in with diplomacy or to be sure the troops were in the 
right place. 

Q: We get the impression that Abrams was surprised ty getting all that 
authority from the President, and that he was a bit rushed to do all that 
planning so fast? 

r * • ■ . . « *..*•■ • • ■ * * ■* * “ * 

A: It could be he was surprised, but his plans came in faster than we thought. 
It is true that many did not think the president would go beyond Fishhook, but 
when we asked for plans they came back with speed. 


Q: 

A:* 



A; 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

A: 


When did the bombing get put on the table? 

Somewhere in that sequence. 

Was it pre-eminently a. diplomatic signal, though it had military value? 
Yes 

The decision was made after the April 30 speech? 

Before. 

It was part of the earlier discussion all along? 


It was part of some of the discus si 
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Kissinger background, page 11 


Q: Was the bombing ever considered an alternative to Parrot's Beak or 
Fishhook, a substitute for U.S. involvement in Fishhook? 

A: There might have been some who thought of it that way. But it never was 
from the President's point of view. 

Q: Did we blow the whistle, we and Hanoi? Were there more than four raids 
planned or just four? 

A: Only four. 

Q: You mentioned Laird discussing Cambodia with the President on April 21 
before the NSC meeting on it. That was when the formal, inter-agency plans 
were put before him. But hadn't he been apprised of contingency plans on 
Cambodia before that session with Laird? 


A:. Yes, Ijjbink he had. 

Q: Did McCain actually brief him on the plans that morning in Honolulu -■ 

April 19? 

A: According to notes someone showed me on that briefings he didn't and 
when he gave me a summary of that briefing the next day in San Clemente, 
I don't remember that he even mentioned Cambodia. 

q. understand you saw 1 ’Patton 11 with the President that final Saturday. 

A: I saw half of it. <Tha^!s^oy/ interested 
Q: Here, at the White House, or at Camp David. 


A: Here 

Q: Did you consult in advance with Lon Nol about our military action, or, 

3.S some of us suspect, had you worked it all out with him in advance, how 

to respond, etc. ? 

A: No, we didn't, we didn't consult him. We couldn't ask Lon Nol. If he 
said, No, we were in trouble. H he said yes, he was in trouble. 

Q: And you would have bought him? 


A: We would have bought him. 

Q: Before the cambodian operation, when, we last talked ~~ April 16 -- you 
thought that serious negotiations were possible this- year? What happened? 
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A: That r sstill my view. ^Thexe was a chance of negotiation before March 18. 
There would have beejv^iio chance if we failed to act in April, I still think 
there is a chance, ty^rhaps less than early March but more than late April. 

If Cambodia f ell^the psychological impact on Saigon would have bean very 
serious and ^Iso on Hanoi, They would have decided to go for all the -marbles. 

ake peace with epic heroes. , 
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